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REFLECTIONS ON SCENES REVISITED: A FESTIVAL CELEBRATING 
THE 150th ANNIVERSARY OF SCENES OF CLERICAL LIFE 
By John Burton 
Members might be interested to read some reflections, several months on, of the Fellowship's 
involvement in the Nuneaton-based Scenes Revisited Festival which took place mostly during 
September 2007. One reason for this overview is that the Fellowship spent some £10,000 of its 
funds on the events throughout the year; another reason is that our involvement in a partnership 
helped to secure £50,000 from Heritage Lottery Fund to pay for a Project Officer and the many 
free events he was to coordinate. 
There had been talk for two years among the group of history/museum/arts enthusiasts in 
Nuneaton and Bedworth, both local authority officers and volunteers who had managed to 
rearrange dates for events, redirect small amounts of money, and give up time for what we 
called Culturefest in 2005 and 2006. That gave us confidence to look for a bigger celebration 
of George Eliot and to link it with a recognition of the 150th anniversary of the publication of 
George Eliot's fIrst fIction. But we knew that to do it properly would require not only time but 
also money which could not be squeezed from existing local authority budgets. 
It is important to pay tribute here to Heritage Lottery Fund. They came to a meeting of our local 
Heritage Forum, which was then planning an application to HLF for a number of things to 
enhance the presentation of local history in Nuneaton and Bedworth. One of the items was a 
request for £5,000 to celebrate Scenes. HLF advised us to isolate that item, enlarge it, give it 
wings, and submit it as a separate application. Taken aback by their urging us to request more 
than we had anticipated, we invited others to join a partnership which would make a joint 
application for £50,000. The four partners were The George Eliot Fellowship, the local 
Heritage Forum, Nuneaton and Bedworth Borough Council, and Warwickshire County 
Council. 
We had a long meeting to hammer out what we wanted to do, how much it would cost, and 
whom we wanted to attract, ensuring that we could meet the requirements of the HLF 
assessors. Time was rushing past and we knew we wanted to employ a Project Leader to 
coordinate the events we had already planned and to be responsible for the publication of 
programmes, guides, and so forth, relating to the Festival. Eventually the Application went in 
to HLF in late 2006 and we expected an answer before Easter 2007. 
Meanwhile the Fellowship, always a driving force behind the scheme, wanted to ensure that 
something would happen in 2007 whether we obtained the HLF grant or not. We had talked 
about commissioning a special Anniversary Edition of Scenes which we could give away to 
reading groups, new groups, audiences at talks, and others. Decisions about this had to be made 
by the late summer of 2006 to ensure publication in February 2007. We approached Penguin 
Books who would only offer us 50% off a cover price of £10.99. OUP took several months to 
answer an email and by then we had established an excellent contact with Words worth 
Editions. They had not previously published an edition of Scenes and were keen to do so. We 
were permitted to provide our own Introduction (Graham Handley doing a superb job for us), , 
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and were allowed our own choice of cover - a watercolour of Chilvers Coton (Shepperton) 
parish church by Nuneaton-bom artist Jim Kirkwood; and so long as we ordered 5,000 copies 
to be delivered as one consignment we could have them for 70p each. The order was made and 
the Fellowship knew that whatever else happened with HLF we would be able to arrange our 
own events and distribute the books. As it happened, we got the full HLF grant, but 
underpinning everything the partnership did was the availability of these copies of Scenes, 
which were distributed free of charge. 
Chilvers Coton ('Shepperton') church as it 
now is. Photo: John Burton. 
The Project Officer was appointed. Roger 
Simmonds started in April 2007, and was a 
hugely important factor in the success of the 
Festival. He loves literature (his PhD thesis 
was on D. H. Lawrence), and he was able to 
work well with the partners who had been 
meeting regularly by then for a year. He 
brought enthusiasm and dedication to the 
task and was particularly good at keeping us 
to deadlines. 
Partnerships are interesting to observe, but 
not always comfortable to be involved in. 
The four partners obviously had the common 
goal of encouraging local people to learn 
more about George Eliot but they also had 
specific concerns of the bodies' : they 
represented to consider. Some p.artners, 
especially local authorities, actually behave 
like senior partners, and assume that because 
they act as bankers or provide office space 
and phones it gives them rights over 
direction of the Project Officer, when really 
all the partners should be involved in 
discussing and deciding. There were 
occasions when they had to be reminded of 
that! 
The County Council was a partner because we wanted the active cooperation of the library 
service and the benefit of the County's tourism expertise. In any case Nuneaton Library has a 
nationally important collection of George Eliot material. The library service gave the book 
distribution a kick start by agreeing to send 1,000 free copies of Scenes to the reading groups 
registered with them in Warwickshire. This quickly led to interest from other groups and the 
formation of more new groups, exactly what we had hoped for. A similar scheme was planned 
for Coventry but their library service did not cooperate, a sad loss to the city, though we 
reached many Coventry readers by other means. 
Nuneaton and Bedworth Borough Council played a big role, particularly through their tourism 
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officer and museum staff, and the Heritage Forum had links with many local groups, some of 
whom helped in assimilating Heritage Open Days in September into the Festival. The 
Fellowship was able to take its evangelical enthusiasm to other parts of the region, like the rest 
of Warwickshire and parts of south Leicestershire, as well as Coventry: areas not specifically 
covered by the HLF grant. 
I think the distribution of the free books, which started in February, was a key factor in the 
eventual extraordinary success of the Festival events. It gave people a taster, while the flyer 
accompanying each book publicized the short story competition and the forthcoming festival 
in September, and provided details of websites and telephone numbers for NBBC so that 
readers could find out more about future events if they wished. Practically every event was 
fully booked and there was a broad cross-section of events to appeal to all. The four free 
George Eliot Country Tours were fully booked very early on and we could have filled as many 
again were it not for the quota applied by Arbury. 
Heritage Weekend at the start of September included magnificent flower festivals at Chilvers 
Coton and Astley parish churches. Early in the month there were talks by local experts Jane 
Sutton and Brenda Evans which both attracted large audiences, and so we knew things were 
going well. Bedworth featured George Eliot's nephew Frederic, Rector of the town for over 
fifty years, and there was a big turnout for the cycle tour of Eliot churches. Then came lectures 
and presentations from Rosemary Ashton, Giles Foster (who directed the film of Si/as Marner), 
Kathryn Hughes, Andrew Davies, and Graham Handley. The museum had special events on 
aspects of Victorian life, the sixth form college put on a production in 'Milby' church, and 
students from George Eliot Community School mounted a production in school and in local 
churches. There were events in Atherstone (now striving to become a book town) and local 
author Rosie Goodwin presented awards to the winners of the 'Scenes 2007' short story 
competition. 
During the year various members of the Fellowship gave talks locally on approximately 
seventy occasions and many of those gave a spur to audiences to try some of the events during 
the Festival. Further sustainability came from the publication some months after the Festival of 
a redesigned Guide to George Eliot Country and of a guide for walkers, cyclists, and motorists 
to the local features relating to George Eliot. Both of these are free and widely available. 
Was it all worthwhile and are there lessons to leam? Certainly it was worthwhile. The 
partnership achieved much more than the Fellowship could have managed by itself and shows 
that we are not alone in championing George Eliot. We could have looked more carefully at 
how we allocated funds, since some people worked inordinately hard, just for the love of 
George Eliot. That is fine but we should have found some additional funding to reward that 
support. For the Fellowship, it gave us confidence to look to future opportunities of working 
with partners and attracting financial support from elsewhere. Our success is shown by the fact 
that all 5,000 copies of our edition of Scenes had gone before the Festival started, so that we 
needed to order an additional 2,500 copies. Now fewer than 100 of these are left and they are 
already spoken for. 
The biggest questions for the Fellowship now? Are we going to celebrate the 150th anniversary 
of Adam Bede in 2009? And The Mill on the Floss in 201O? 
If so, how will we do it? Your suggestions will be welcomed! 
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